The Ancient Egyptian Letters to the Dead 


The ancient Egyptian Letters to the Dead are texts written by living people to their dead 
ancestors in order to ask for help concerning difficulties they experienced in life 
comprising topics like matters of inheritance, the plea for health, guilt, the plea for 
descendants and the fear of revenge. 


The letters were mostly written on bowls and deposited at the offering place of the 
addressee’s tomb having been accessible to the public to guarantee that the dead relative 
would read the letter. The classical Letters to the Dead were mainly written during the 
time of the end of the 6" dynasty and the First Intermediate Period, a time span in ancient 
Egypt where moral values were disregarded and the entire land was suffering from a time 
of relative political disunity and instability having influenced all areas of the daily life. 


In the course of my talk I will mainly present the contents of the letters as well as their 
purpose, emphasizing their social significance, and thus, their connection to the political 
situation in Egypt at that time. Additionally, I will take a look at the changes this kind of 
literature underwent in Egypt in the course of time leading to letters addressed to saints 
and gods. Even in modern Egypt a comparable habit of asking for help can be observed, 
in the letters addressed to the Imam esh-Shafe’ ee. 


